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The Rural Social Development Research Group At West Virginia
University1
Roger A. Lohmann
West Virginia University

This paper is written to serve three purposes. First, it is intended to present and
discuss the emergent research program on social work in rural areas at the WVU
School of Social Work, hereafter referred to as “the school”. Secondly, it is intended
to outline a program future research effort. This effort is intended to show a
common focal point for faculty and student research interests within limits of
available time and a diversity of interests. This paper also attempts to do that by
outlining a research focus that is small scale, cost conscious, practice oriented and
designed to place social work at its core rather than on the periphery, as has so
often been the case in social science research ventures into rural areas. Finally, the
intent is to suggest a clear and enduring linkage between what have all too often
been the separate domains of social work research and social work in rural areas.

Background
The school, which is the primary subject of this case study, has deep roots in
both the research and rural social work movements within social work education.
The school has been involved with rural social work research since at least the late
1960s. The first widely available reader with articles on the subject was edited by
our former dean, Leon Ginsburg, now on leave from our faculty to serve as
Commissioner of Welfare in West Virginia. Four of our current faculty were among
the presenters at the First National Conference on Rural Social Work held at the
University of Tennessee in 1976 and we were fortunate to host the Third annual
meeting in this encouraging conference series two years ago. Currently at least one
third of our faculty are actively involved in research and practice in rural areas and
at least another third have more than a passing interest in the subject. During the
past year, we have again reaffirmed our principal focus on social work in rural
areas. It should be clear, therefore, that West Virginia University is one of the
largest identified, established centers of interest in this topic.
Parallel with the emergence of interest in rural social work at our school has
been the emergence of an increasingly strong core of research interest that is
reflected in the graduate curriculum and in faculty and student research
productivity. The research curriculum requires all graduate students to take both a
beginning and a statistic course and two advanced research courses. In addition, all
BSW students are also required to take an introductory course in research methods.
In line with these undergraduate requirements, recent changes in the graduate
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curriculum have changed introductory methods and introductory statistics into
prerequisite courses, and required two advanced research methods courses for all
MSW students. These requirements, combined with consistently strong teaching in
this area have made our research program widely recognized among the social
sciences on campus. In addition, until it succumbed to economic pressures last year,
the school had published a journal, Social Welfare in Appalachia for the past ten
years as an outlet for faculty and student research and writing. As an example of
our activity in this area no less than six of our students and recent alumni are
presenting papers at this conference based on their own research or work with
faculty members.
In addition, approximately a dozen case studies, surveys and other pieces of
original research done by our students during the past year. It should also be clear
therefore, that the West Virginia University School of Social Work has a strong
teaching and practice base in the area of social work in rural areas.

West Virginia University and Energy Research
Like many other universities around the nation, WVU is striving to establish a
pre-eminent position in energy research. Unlike some other universities, WVU is
located in a state with an abundance of energy resources in coal, oil and natural gas
and literally located atop millions of tons of coal. (Note: Shortly after the time this
paper was presented the University established the National Research Center for
Coal and Energy [NRCCE] which continues its research programs in this area.)
Monongalia County, where the main campus of the university is located, has
historically been a major source of coal for the steel mills of Pittsburgh and western
Pennsylvania and the long and often tragic history of West Virginia and King Coal
should not be a secret to anyone with a social consciousness in the 20th century.
Issues that are grouped as matters of “social and economic impact of energy
technology” have long plagued the Appalachian region with special poignancy and
there is some evidence that concern for social and economic impacts will become a
major future focus of energy research at West Virginia University.
In anticipation of such developments a number of groups have formed on our
campus to begin formulating research designs and project proposals. Among them is
a group of four of us from the School of Social Work (Professors Lohmann, Peters,
Locke and Heady). We are currently calling ourselves the Social Development
Research Group and our first effort was an unsuccessful grant application
submitted through an internal university competitive process. Our second venture
was somewhat more successful; we organized and coordinated a package of eight
papers to be presented by West Virginia School of Social work faculty, students.
Alumni and colleagues from other departments at this program. In addition, we are
currently looking into establishing an occasional papers series and a series of
colloquia for faculty and students on development and energy-related topics.
It is fair to say that we are currently not an organized research center and will
probably not become one either. We are a group in the full sense of that term and
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likely to remain so. I am personally quite comfortable with that arrangement, since
I am both quite impressed by and quite frustrated with the recent record of
“research centers” appearing and just as quickly disappearing in schools of social
work around the country. Many of these are certainly impressive in their records of
grant writing and fund raising and sheer mountains of productivity. When you look
to their serious additions to knowledge or significant impacts on practice, however,
the record of such centers becomes a bit less clear-cut.
As presently envisioned, the Rural Social Development Research Group offers an
informal alternative to the organized research center as a way of getting research
done. Whether we will be able to mount a program of social and economic impact
studies, however, remains to be seen. My own assessment is that our most likely
prospects at this point rest with collaborative, interdisciplinary efforts with other
departments and units within the university. Given our strengths in this area, as
outlined above, our potentials for positive contributions in this area should be
substantial indeed.

Age, Sex, Victims and Primary Prevention in Mental Health
Over and beyond the above mentioned interest in energy-related research, three
other topical focal points deserve mention at this point as established recognizable
research areas at the WVU School of Social Work. A core group of senior faculty,
Nancy Lohmann, Sung Lai Boo, and the author, have all published extensively on
topics related to social work in rural areas. The WVU Gerontology Center, which
grew out of efforts of these and other, earlier School of Social Work gerontologists,
together with colleagues in psychology, has adopted rural aging as its principal
focus and published an extensive bibliography in that area.
Another senior faculty member at the School, Professor Leroy Schultz, has
particular interests in research on human sexuality and victimology and has
established an extensive list of publications and monographs on these topics, many
done with student coauthors. Further, another senior faculty member, Professor
Robert Porter, is currently doing extensive conceptual and, theoretical and practice
development work in the area of primary prevention in mental health. Each of these
three focal points is already well established and offers an additional basis with
which to group research efforts at the school.

Issues and Assumptions
In the remainder of this presentation, I will raise and discuss two issues that
form of core of the paper. These are: 1) Assumptions about the future environment
for social work research, both in general and at WVU. And 2) An outline of a
program of social work in rural areas. There are several underlying assumptions
about the future environment for social work research that need to be taken into
account in considering any research program.
First, the environment for social work practice has already been radically
transformed, and social work research offers one of the best levers for bringing the
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profession into greater congruence with the emerging new order. Two factors, in
particular, can be cited as critical for the future: First is the world-wide energy
crisis which has brought into question the entire culture of affluence and continued
economic growth on which are premised such diverse elements of contemporary
practice as the heavy attention of social clinicians to the emotional problems of
middle class client groups; an incremental, building block approach to service
delivery systems and other considerations.
Equally important is the apparent collapse of New Deal-Progressive ideals both
politically and intellectually in the wake of the Vietnam War and the end of the
Great Society. While funding for future programs might, on the basis of economic
conditions alone, be expected to remain in a stead state condition, the so-called
“emerging Republican majority of sunbelt conservatives constitutes a serious longterm political threat to existing human services. Equally troublesome, however, has
been the impact of the accountability movement in undermining the professional
integrity of many service delivery strategies.
Together these dynamics place contemporary human services in an unusually
conservative posture: We recognize that resources are scarce, that political support
is waning and that intelligent justification and evidence are in short supply, but we
need to keep what we have until better days come along is the message heard
everywhere these days.
The implications of this for social work research are many and complex. At one
level, it may become the case that research and service are pitted against one
another as different – and conflicting – segments of a no-longer unified profession.
There is already some evidence that support for scientific research in the U.S. is
waning, and that trend could become stronger in the future.
The implications of these trends, however, are much more likely to be affected
within universities by the political economy of higher education and college and
university enrollments. Higher education, like human services, is feeling the pinch
of the politically induced scarcity of public funds brought on by the anti-tax thrust
of the new conservatives. However, in the case of higher education changing
demographics and declining enrollments brought on by the passing of the baby
boomers’ generation are more critical factors than the shift in political fortunes.
While the more pessimistic scenarios for higher education suggest that lowered
enrollments automatically translate into cutbacks in faculty and staff., it is possible
to foresee at least a marginal softening of such implications for fields such as social
work due to an enhanced emphasis on research and public service over class room
teaching. This would seem to be especially true for Social Work at West Virginia
University where hard-money commitment to any faculty at all is a relatively
recent phenomenon and hard-money for research has been a virtual unknown in the
past. This point seems to be an especially important one in light of the critical mass
problem of bringing together enough know-how and resources to create credible
research programs at the school.
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A final set of concerns to be taken into account in creating a viable research
strategy is the on-going realignment of the profession of social work. It is possible to
track this question in social work education at least from the posture that sees the
field as “casework plus ancillary services of the post-war years to the trifecta of
casework, groupwork and community organization consensus that followed in the
1960s and then to the virtual explosion of practice orientations that took place in
the 1970s. It is at least possible that the events cited above ill bring some new
bounds to this explosion and that the social treatment vs social development
dichotomy will come to serve as governing umbrella categories. If so, the WVU
program, perhaps more than any other in the nation will fall within the social
development category. This is not the same thing as saying that the school is – or
should be – exclusively concerned with community development and the various
methodologies of macro practice, as some have suggested. It is instead to suggest a
view uniquely concerned with intervention in the form of institutional maintenance
and change and a more standard for assessing institutions by their impact on
individuals.
In this vein, Irving Spergel dichotomizes practice of social work into social
treatment and social development domains, arguing that “the general objective of
social development is the creation of effective institutional structures to meet
human needs” (Spergel, 1978, p. 26). This is, he says, an institutional rather than a
residual perspective.
He also quotes Alva Myrdal:
Social reform policies may be conceived as passing through three
stages. A paternalistic conservative era, when curing the worst ills was
enough; a liberal era when safeguarding against inequalities through
pooling the risks is enough; and a social democratic era, when
preventing the social ills is attempted. The first was a period of
curative social policy through private charity and public poor relief; the
second was a period of social insurance, broad in scope but still merely
symptomatic; and the third may be called a period of protective and
cooperative social policy (Myrdal, 1941, 152).
Spergel goes on to note that social treatment, which has been the predominant
paradigm in social work and social development share a number of common traits:
1) preeminent concerns with respecting individual persons’ rights of selfdetermination and individual dignity; 2) concern for the quality and use of social
relationships; 3) commitment to rationality, reality testing and the scientific
method. Major differences which are noted are with respect to the uses of
organizational, community and political influence; and the use of resources (two
categories that would seem to overlap substantially).
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A Research Program for Social Work in Rural Areas
Based on these assumptions, what follows are a series of suggestions for a
program of social work research in rural areas. The intent is less to suggest detailed
operational strategies or even specific hypotheses; but instead to explore some
linkages and points of cross fertilization for what I fully expect will remain a set of
relatively autonomous research ventures.
The autonomy of individual faculty and student investigations looms large as a
factor in any future research programs at the West Virginia University School of
Social work. There are many reasons for this. One which is of great importance is
the need for scholarly specialization in a small school such as ours. Under such
circumstances, any “research program” like that suggested below constitutes less of
a joint project for faculty than a series of related individual efforts. The approach
therefore must be to stimulate and cross fertilize rather than to direct and control.
In general, what is proposed here is a program of research studies strong in
descriptive detail, historical references and immediate applicability to practice and
relatively less concerned with universal generalizability . I will refer to it as the
West Virginia Studies in Social Development.
The first, and in many ways most critical, precedent comes from within social
work itself. Social work research in general typically traces its origins to the survey
movement initiated by the Pittsburgh survey in 91-1913. Although the survey
methodology employed in that effort has since been supplanted by much more
sophisticated methods, involving standardized questionnaires and statistical
sampling, the Pittsburgh “survey” set the pattern for several decades of community
studies using case study methodology and also set the pattern for community
planning analysis techniques in the voluntary sector for the next forty years. One
aspect of the Pittsburgh survey approach that is of greatest interest is the strategy
of pursuing a program of separate, but interrelated studies. For example, a study of
industrial employment would clearly overlap with a study of child labor conditions,
etc.
A second important precedent can be found in the research of the original
Chicago School of Sociology. Several aspects of the Chicago approach should be of
interest to contemporary social work in rural areas. Most notably the focus on the
City of Chicago as an “urban laboratory” in which to both discover knowledge of
urban communities and test out solutions to problems. In addition, the Chicago
approach was an interdisciplinary project (the more xenophobic sociological
histories notwithstanding) that involved social workers from Hull House and other
Chicago settlement houses, philosophers like John Dewey and George Mead and
economists as well as sociologists. Further, the Chicago social scientists were both
theoretically oriented and genuinely social problem oriented, studying everything
from delinquency to poverty, racism, aging, housing, and much more. Knowledge
building and practical problem-solving went hand-in-hand in this approach. Finally,
like most of us in social work today, they were principally meliorist and reformist in
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their approach to change, preferring to tinker with an imperfect world today rather
than investing fully in some more dramatic future transformations.
Another important precedent for our purposes is the rural social research thrust
of the agricultural extension services from which much of agricultural economics
and rural sociology have emerged. Of critical importance as a precedent of the
extension service example is the direct and immediate attention to the problem of
dissemination of research findings and related technology through “scientific
agriculture.” If you are going to invest the time and effort in developing a better
seed corn, for example, why not get someone to cooperate in growing it? Such
practicality seems especially important when dealing with the basic needs of life –
food, clothing, shelter and other basic needs and basic human rights.
Another important precedent for our purposes is the trend toward the
development of urban studies research programs stimulated by the Harvard-MIT
Joint Center for Urban Studies and other, similar research ventures. What is most
interesting about this approach is the ability to transcend institutional and
organizational boundaries and foster collaborative, interdisciplinary research.
While it is unlikely that we – or anyone in rural social work – would ever be able to
attract the kinds of resources available to these stellar institutions, the time seems
right to begin building a private, nongovernmental fundraising effort of this sort.
Distance will always be a major factor in rural efforts of this sort, but a regional
approach seeking to build collaborative research efforts among social work
colleagues at Penn State, Virginia Tech, Appalachian State, and the Universities of
Tennessee and Kentucky and other Research 1 institutions that share the
Appalachian region might be a worthwhile effort.
The baseline of such a research venture would be a series of multi-level, areafocused studies of social welfare institutions and community problem-solving and
helping patterns in the region. From this baseline of institutional studies, such a
program might extend to a series of studies of problem populations, including
children, the poor, mentally retarded and aged. Professor Barry Locke and I have
already been working with a colleague, a political scientist at WVU, Dennis
Goldenson, on a multi-disciplinary survey of the need for title XX services in a twocounty urban and rural area in North Central West Virginia for the past year (See
Goldenson, Lohmann & Locke, 1980). Further, owing to the recent organizational
demise of the WVU Bureau for Governmental Research, the policy changes involved
are very great and the opportunity to deal with them will fall primarily on the
School of Social Work. In general, it may be convenient to think of these studies as
directed at three distinct levels: Some studies, such as the one referred to above,
will be primarily descriptive in intent, while others will be concentrated on
identifying causal connections underlying existing patterns of need. Finally,
following the epidemiological model, it is likely that at least some studies
(particularly in mental health) will be suited to the host-agent-environment model
of analysis.
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In addition to these baseline and needs assessment studies, a third component of
the rural social development research program outlined here is continued, ongoing
analyses of existing policies, administrative regulations, public laws and court
decisions. Under this heading, both the kinds of studies ordinarily characterized as
policy analyses and other related studies, such as cost analyses would fit. Despite
some interesting forays in this area, surprisingly few such studies have actually
been carried out in West Virginia, or anywhere else in Appalachia or rural America.
A fourth component of this research program, closely related to the above
categories but offering some unique and distinctive methodological challenges and
approaches would be social and economic impact studies. Of particular interest
about a number of the social impact models currently available is the manner in
which they seek to isolate particular events and projects as factors in affecting the
development and continuity of community institutions, as opposed to the generally
descriptive character of the typical needs assessment survey and the more
normative focus of the typical policy analysis
Fifth, the proposed research program would include a range of Evaluation
Research projects designed to explicitly assess the impact of human service and
social welfare programs on existing patterns of client needs and demand for
services. Similar to some degree to the to the social impact models already
mentioned, evaluation research methodology as it has emerged in recent decades is
less concerned with the macro- or large scale relationships and more concerned with
close-up, micro-level questions of the immediate, behavioral consequences of
interventions.
A sixth component of the research program outlined here should be an explicit
focus on research utilization as a basic thrust of continuing education efforts,
following the model of the agricultural extension service. Up-to-date reviews of
research results in particular areas of study appear as appropriate to the rural
practitioner as to the urban and at least as relevant to improving social work
practice as the more conventional focus on new methods and techniques
ungrounded in research investigations and based only on practice wisdom.
A seventh and final focal point for our research program would be
methodological studies suited to the peculiar needs of social work research. For
example, the Lohmann Life Satisfaction studies conducted by Nancy Lohmann, one
of our faculty have been concerned with some obvious applications to practice with
the aged (Lohmann, 19XX). Also the Goldenson Lohmann and Locke paper
presented at this conference and mentioned above represents an approach to needs
assessment methodology. One of the subjects examined in this study was an explicit
comparison of the viability of in-person interviews and mail questionnaires in this
type of study. Clearly, one of the key questions of interest to researchers in rural
areas also is the question of the applicability of urban research methods in the rural
context – a subject addressed by a paper at the 1976 rural conference and also by
Nancy Lohmann in a paper presented at this conference. Wardell Townsend in his
paper presented at this conference offers an interesting application of Delphi
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techniques to needs assessment in a rural area. Two earlier studies by the author
examine the applicability of matrix analysis techniques like those used in InputOutput economics to the context of community and organizational analysis
(Lohmann, 1971; Lohmann, 1976).

Conclusion
This paper is an effort to pull together into a single coherent presentation a
number of strains of though on the question of a research agenda for the West
Virginia University School of Social work, and an effort to provoke similar thinking
at other schools. None of the questions of administrative feasibility that usually
mark the beginning point – and often the ending point as well – for research
programs in social work are considered, although some obviously critical questions
remain unanswered.
In general, four major points made above are worthy of reiteration in closing.
First, and most importantly, it is assumed throughout this discussion that the best
basis on which to ground social work practice in rural areas would be a solid base of
relevant research. The bulk of this paper represents an attempt to introduce
operational meaning to this observation.
Secondly, several trends in the economy, society and the university dictate some
new departures for social work research in general. Most immediate and obvious of
these is the greater emphasis on research-oriented, doctoral level social work
faculty at WVU and other peer institutions in the past decade. A by-product of this
new emphasis has been the recent emphasis on the establishment of research
centers in schools of social work as a way of generating greater research. To date,
there are no formally organized research centers with a focus on research in rural
areas at any school of Social Work that we are aware of.
Yet, as noted above, there is ample historical precedent, ranging from the
Chicago School of Sociology to the Agricultural Extension Service and the Urban
studies centers, and from within social work itself, notably the Pittsburgh Survey
for the kind of multi-topical area studies approach outlined in this paper.
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